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happening, is a remarkable example both of Place's mastery
of the arts of political wire-pulling and of the casual fashion in
which the work of government and administration was carried
on before the "new brooms55 of 1832 had swept the old system
away. The illegality of Trade Unionism rested not only upon
ihe Combination Acts passed in 1799 and 1800, but still more
on the interpretation given by the judges to the Common Law.
Apart from the Acts of 1799 and 1800, and from the earlier
Acts prohibiting combinations in particular trades, the courts
had come to regard all working-class combinations as criminal
conspiracies in restraint of trade, punishable at Common Law.
The only exceptions had been in favour of combinations for the
sole purpose of taking action to secure the observance of the
Elizabethan and other statutes regulating wages and appren-
ticeship; and by 1814 this exception had been swept away with
the repeal of these statutes. Thenceforth all combinations,
except pure Friendly Societies, which had been given special
statutory recognition in the 179O5s, were liable to be treated as
criminal conspiracies.
Francis Place and his friends now set to work to sweep all
these restrictions away, and to give Trade Unionism immunity
from prosecutions under Common as well as Statute Law.
With Joseph Hume's aid, Place succeeded so well in packing
the Parliamentary Committee and selecting the witnesses who
gave evidence before it that the repealing Act of 1824 included
everything that the Trade Unions desired. Neither the more
aggressive Trade Unionists, who might have given the show
away, nor the general body of reactionary employers, who
would have been strongly against giving Trade Unionism any
legal recognition, were allowed a chance of appearing before
the Committee. Before most of them had even heard that a
Bill was in contemplation, Hume's Committee had reported,
and the Bill drafted by it had become law. Place and his
Benthamite and economist supporters mostly held the view
that the effect of this far-reaching legalization would be not to
stimulate, but to discourage, Trade Union action; for as devout
believers in the idea that wages were ruled by the inexorable
laws of Political Economy, and that Trade Union action was
powerless to affect them save \vithin a narrowly restricted field,